Artemisinin (qinghaosu): the role of intracellular hemin in its mechanism of antimalarial action.
Artemisinin (qinghaosu), is a promising new antimalarial drug derived from an ancient Chinese herbal remedy. When [13-14C]artemisinin is added to cultures of Plasmodium falciparum, it is converted into a product with different solubility and chromatographic properties than the parent drug. Artemisinin reacts with hemin in aqueous solution to form an adduct with an apparent molecular weight of 914 which has identical chromatographic, solubility, and electrophoretic behavior to the parasite-derived product. The reaction between artemisinin and hemin, when carried out in the presence of red cell membranes, leads to the oxidation of protein thiols. Malarial parasites are rich in hemin; artemisinin's reactivity toward hemin may explain its selective toxicity to malarial parasites.